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1 
Researching for the Built 
Environment and Engineering 
Professions 
INTRODUCTION 
Research skills are an important requirement at university.  This chapter outlines: 
 
• The research process 
• How to plan for research 
• Search strategies 
• Search tools 
• How to evaluate information 
• Referencing 
 
If you consistently apply these skills throughout your time at university you will find that 
obtaining information for your assignments will become easier and that researching will 
become second nature.   By the time you leave university, you will be well equipped to 
locate, evaluate and reuse information efficiently and effectively in your chosen profession. 
 
There will be references throughout this chapter to PILOT.  PILOT is a QUT online tutorial 
providing undergraduates with the skills and tools to research effectively.  You can follow 
PILOT from start to finish as a complete course, or you can navigate within PILOT to the 
relevant module to get the information you need.  You can access PILOT at 
<www.pilot.qut.edu.au>.   
References to PILOT are identified by  
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THE RESEARCH PROCESS 
The research process follows a series of steps as illustrated in the flow chart below.  Each 
step in the process can be matched to sections of this chapter.  Although the research process 
is best viewed in a linear format you will often find that you will have to take one, or maybe 
even two or three steps back as you refine your search plan and evaluate your search results. 
 
Table 1 The research process 
 
Obtain your project brief or assignment and ensure that you 
have all the relevant details – in the real world you would 
probably have to interview your client 
Analyse your project brief or assignment and clearly define 
your information needs, identifying key concepts and limits 
Develop a search plan and consider the type of information 
that you require 
Use your search plan with selected search tools i.e., the 
library catalogue, databases and internet search engines  
Check your results to see if you have obtained relevant 
information.  If necessary take a few steps back, revise your 
plan and consider other sources of information 
Select and evaluate information from your search results.  If 
necessary, search for more authoritative information 
Check that you have obtained all the 
information that you require 
Researching for the Built Environment and Engineering Professions 
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PLANNING FOR RESEARCH 
Planning is the key to successful research.  It is important to give some thought to what it is 
you actually require before you start, and to break your research problem down into smaller 
manageable components.  It will be impossible to retrieve everything you need with one 
search; you will have to carry out several searches to get all the information that you require.   
Planning for research can be divided into three stages: 
 
• Clearly define your information need 
• Develop a search plan  
• Identify the type and sources of information that you require  
 
Clearly defining your information need  
An important step in the research process is clearly defining your information need, as this 
allows you to establish some criteria that will help you to maintain focus when searching.  
This will save you time and effort in the long run – so don’t ignore it! 
 
Whether you are working from a project brief or an assignment question, the first step is to 
read it and then read it again, making sure that you clarify any terms or language that you 
don’t understand.  You will have to do some background reading to get a ‘feel’ for the 
subject.  At university your lecturers will usually highlight some recommended readings.  
Read them - they have been recommended for a reason!  The broader you read around your 
subject, the better your understanding will become and the easier it will be to research.   
 
Once you have read and understood your project brief or assignment question, the next step 
is to identify and define your information need – what do you have to research?  It is 
necessary to break down your information need into the key concepts that make up the 
problem.  Basically, you need to cut to the core of what is required.  There are many ways to 
achieve this and using a search planner one of them.  An alternative method is concept 
mapping, which allows you to visually define your research problem.  A search of the library 
catalogue or the Web for “concept mapping” will retrieve further information on this 
method.   
 
 For more information on concept mapping you can refer to PILOT 1.3. 
 
To illustrate the research process we are going to use the following brief: 
 
“Discuss your chosen profession in today’s society considering the other professions that 
you will interact with, and how social, ethical and legal issues as well as communication and 
team work skills influence professional practice.”  
We can identify the key concepts as: 
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• Your chosen profession 
• Professions that you will interact with  
• Issues and skills influencing professional practice 
 
We can also identify that we are looking for current information as indicated by the phrase 
“today’s society”. 
 
 For further help on analysing your brief you may wish to refer to PILOT 2.1. 
 
As you identify concepts, it is useful to write them down in a systematic and logical way.  
Using a search planner allows you to do this (see Table 2, p.5).   
 
An important part of the search plan is to identify variations, synonyms, plurals and 
abbreviations for your concepts. If you have trouble coming up with alternative terms then 
try brainstorming with a colleague.   
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Table 2  Example of a search planner 
Your Research Problem Here 
Discuss your chosen profession in today’s society considering the other professions 
that you will interact with, and how social, ethical and legal issues as well as 
communication and team work skills influence professional practice. 
Concept 1 
Your chosen profession 
Concept 3 
Issues and skills influencing 
professional practice 
 
Concept 2 
Professions that you 
will interact with 
 
Synonyms / Alternatives / 
Plurals / Abbreviations 
  
Synonyms / 
Alternatives / Plurals 
/ Abbreviations 
  
Synonyms / Alternatives / 
Plurals / Abbreviations 
  
Limits (e.g. geographic, dates, language) 
Current information 
 
Sources of Information (e.g. Journals, conference proceedings, books, reports, 
statistics, the Web) 
 
Search Tools to use (e.g. library catalogue, databases, search engines) 
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SEARCH STRATEGIES  
 
The strategies outlined below can be used with any of the three main search tools: the library 
catalogue; databases and the internet.  Be aware that every search tool is slightly different in 
how they operate, so if you suspect that you are getting strange results always refer to the 
help guides that are available. 
 
Phrase Searching 
Phrase searching is used for concepts of two or more words.  To phrase search in most 
library catalogues, databases and internet search engines, simply enclose the phrase in 
quotation marks.  Most search tools automatically insert the AND operator between words; 
phrase searching stops this from happening. 
 
Some examples include “quantity surveyor”, “landscape architect” and “mechanical 
engineer”.  Try searching for one of these phrases in the library catalogue with and without 
quotation marks, and look at the difference in the number of results obtained. 
 
Boolean Operators 
Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) can be used to combine the concepts that you have 
defined to create a search statement.  The way you structure your search statement using 
Boolean operators will greatly influence your results, so it’s important that you understand 
what each operator can do and how to use them in combination.  As you develop your search 
skills, you will find that creating search statements becomes second nature. 
 
AND 
Using the AND operator is how we combine different concepts into one search statement. 
The AND operator narrows down your search, meaning you will retrieve fewer results, 
because all the terms connected by AND must be present.  You should be aware that many 
internet search engines, databases and catalogues will automatically place the AND operator 
between keywords. 
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OR 
The OR operator is how we combine variations of a concept into one search statement.  The 
OR operator broadens your search, meaning you will retrieve more results because any or all 
of the terms connected by OR can be present in the results.   
 
 
 
NOT 
The NOT operator can be useful for refining your search.  It allows you to exclude a concept 
from your results.  Be careful to ensure you don’t remove useful results. 
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Truncation and Wildcards 
Truncation and wildcard characters are used when your concepts have plurals or variations in 
spelling.   
 
Truncation is often referred to as ‘stemming’. The asterisk (*) is the most common 
truncation character. 
 
 ethic* will retrieve ethic, ethics, ethical, ethically … 
  
Truncation should be used with care or you will end up with irrelevant information in your 
results.   
 
profess* will retrieve not only profession, professions, professional, but also profess, 
professing, professor, professors … 
 
Wildcards are usually used within words.  They are commonly used to replace individual 
characters of a word, when there are variations in spelling.  The most common wildcard 
character is ‘?’.   
 
organi?ation will retrieve both organisation and organization  
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Nesting your search statement with Parenthesis 
When using multiple Boolean operators it is important that you nest the components of your 
search statement with parenthesis ().  This ensures that the search tool carries out the search 
in the way you intend.  If you fail to nest your search properly, the database will perform the 
search in the order that the operators appear, and you will end up with strange or no results. 
 
An example of nesting is: 
 
ethic* AND (“civil engineer” OR “mechanical engineer”) 
 
SEARCH TIPS 
No results / limited results: 
 Check the spelling 
 Check the Boolean operators and parenthesis used 
 Broaden your search  
 Consider other search tools or resources   
 
Too many results: 
 Narrow your search (try including additional concepts, or using limiters) 
 Check the Boolean operators - have you used OR instead of AND? 
 
Many search interfaces (including the library catalogue) will automatically insert AND 
between your words during a keyword search – make sure that you use phrase searching 
for concepts of two or more words. 
 
It is best to start with a broad searches using the most basic concepts, and then build up the 
search statement adding in additional terms and concepts as you go.  This lets you see what 
works and what doesn’t.   
 
You will have to revise your search strategy as you go, making adjustments to your search 
terms and the Boolean operators used. 
 
   
 
Using the original search plan, you can quickly see how to combine your concepts and their 
variations by using Boolean operators. Don’t forget to use phrase searching and parenthesis.  
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Table 3  Example of a populated search planner 
Your Research Problem Here 
Discuss your chosen profession in today’s society considering the other professions 
that you will interact with, and how social, ethical and legal issues as well as 
communication and team work skills influence professional practice. 
Concept 1 
Your chosen 
profession 
Concept 2 
Professions that you 
will interact with 
Concept 3 
Issues and skills 
influencing 
professional practice 
O
R 
Synonyms / 
Alternatives / 
Plurals / 
Abbreviations 
O
R 
Synonyms / 
Alternatives / 
Plurals / 
Abbreviations 
O
R 
Synonyms / 
Alternatives / 
Plurals / 
Abbreviations 
“quantity surveyor” 
“quantity surveying” 
QS 
A
N
D
 
architect* 
“mechanical 
engineer” 
 
A
N
D
 
ethic* 
legal* 
sustainab* 
(team work OR 
teamwork) 
Limits (e.g. geographic, dates, language) 
Current information – from the last five years 
 
Sources of Information (e.g. Journals, conference proceedings, books, 
reports, statistics, the Web) 
All of the above and more 
Search Tools to use (e.g. library catalogue, databases, search engines) 
All of the above and more 
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Identifying the type of information and publications that you require  
Once you have identified your concepts, you have to consider the type of information you 
require.  The world of information is expanding rapidly, and by giving some careful thought 
to the type of information that you require, you can adopt a structured approach to searching.   
 
Types of information 
Information is often grouped into two broad categories: primary and secondary information.  
Primary information is original information which comes directly from the source.  You will 
have to analyse and evaluate this information and apply it to your research problem.  
Examples of primary information sources include journal articles discussing original 
research, and autobiographies. 
 
Secondary information is an interpretation of primary information, so the information has, in 
effect, been filtered.  Examples of secondary information include journal articles 
summarising findings from other sources, literature reviews and biographies. 
 
Information sources   
In the last few years, information on the Web has grown exponentially.  New information 
sources include blogs, wikis, podcasts, e-print repositories, and open access journals.  These 
are in addition to the traditional print sources.  Your challenge is to select appropriate and 
relevant sources, and critically evaluate the information they contain. 
 
Journal articles and conference proceedings are two types of source that you will have to 
become more familiar with at university and as a professional.  They are a key source of 
original research and primary information.  
 
You will often hear journals being referred to as periodicals or serials; the latter two terms 
are used synonymously.  A periodical is simply any ongoing publication published at regular 
intervals, and includes publications such as journals, newspapers and trade magazines.  In 
the library, print copies of journals are found in the Periodical Collection.   
   
The terms scholarly, peer reviewed and refereed are also used to describe journals, but what 
do these terms mean? 
 
• Scholarly journals 
 
A scholarly journal contains articles that have been written in an academic or 
research environment such as universities or research institutes. 
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• Peer-reviewed and refereed journals 
 
The terms peer-reviewed and refereed are used interchangeably.  A journal article 
which is peer-reviewed will have been examined by experts in the field before being 
accepted for publication.  This is a very stringent process and it is not uncommon for 
an article to be rejected!  This process is designed to ensure that the quality of the 
journal is maintained. 
 
 
 For more information on periodicals refer to PILOT 1.7.3. 
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SEARCH TOOLS 
The Library Catalogue 
The library catalogue will often be your first stop for tracking down information.  The library 
catalogue provides access to a wide range of resources including books, e-books, DVDs, 
journals, conference proceedings, reports, standards and even websites. 
 
Searching the library catalogue is the most efficient way to identify useful resources in the 
library.  There are many different ways to search the catalogue and these are described 
below. 
 
 
Figure 1 The QUT Library catalogue search interface 
 
When searching the library catalogue there are two likely scenarios:  
 
a. You know the exact resource that you want (e.g. you may have a title and author 
from a reading list)  
b. You have developed a search plan and require information on key concepts 
 
When you know the exact resource you require, you can search by AUTHOR, TITLE or 
AUTHOR/TITLE.   
 
 
 
Use the tabs to select the type 
of search that you require 
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When you have a search plan or an idea of the information that you require, it is best to use a 
KEYWORD search.  You could also use a SUBJECT search in this scenario, but this is very 
different from KEYWORD searching as outlined below. 
   
Library Catalogue Keyword Search 
A KEYWORD search is how you would search the library catalogue using your search 
statement or concepts you’ve identified.  A KEYWORD search looks at all the components 
of a catalogue record for occurrences of your keywords, including the title, subject headings, 
author and in some cases, the table of contents.  Other searches such as TITLE search or 
SUBJECT search will only look for words in those parts of the record.   
 
Library Catalogue Subject Search (LCSH) 
An alternative and complement to KEYWORD searching is SUBJECT searching.  ‘Subject 
headings’ are assigned to each resource as it is added to the library catalogue.  Many libraries 
including QUT take their subject headings from the Library of Congress Subject Headings 
(LCSH).  Subject headings allow similar resources to be grouped together using a common 
vocabulary.  In some ways this is similar to tagging on blogs, wikis and the Web.  
 
LCSH uses American vocabulary, and the headings are not structured in a natural way.  A 
good approach to identifying a subject heading is to check the subject headings that have 
been assigned to relevant items retrieved using a KEYWORD search.  You can also use the 
LCSH ‘big red books’, which are an alphabetical listing of the LCSH subject headings you 
can browse for the subject headings that relate to your concepts.  The LCSH books can be 
found in the Gardens Point Reference Collection at 025.47 1. 
 
Library Catalogue Journal Title Search 
The JOURNAL TITLE search identifies whether QUT has a journal available in print or 
online.  This in turn can help you locate full-text articles that you have identified in citation 
only / abstract databases (see p.18) or even on Google Scholar (see p.21).  It is important to 
understand that the library catalogue does not contain the actual journal articles.  To locate 
journal articles you will have to follow the links to the online journal, or locate the print 
version in the library.  It is important that you use the journal title and not the article title 
when using this search, as this is a common mistake. 
 
Library Catalogue Advanced Searching 
The ADVANCED SEARCH in the library catalogue gives you access to a greater range of 
search functions.  The features that you are likely to find most helpful are: 
 
• Limiting your search by date range 
Researching for the Built Environment and Engineering Professions 
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• Limiting your search by format (print, e-books, DVD’s, maps) 
• Limiting your search by collection (periodicals, campus location) 
 
Finding resources you have located in the library catalogue 
Once you have searched the catalogue and retrieved some results, you will need to locate the 
items in the library.  There are a few components of the library record which you should 
check before heading off in search of your resource. 
 
 
Figure 2  A record in the QUT Library catalogue 
 
Item Location 
QUT has five libraries and different collections within each library.  The item location will 
specify the campus at which the item is held and in which collection, for example Reference, 
Periodical, or Course Reserve. 
 
The main Gardens Point collection is located on levels 5 and 6 of V Block.  The Periodical 
and Reference collections are located on level 4.  The Course Reserve collection is on level 3 
near the Library Help Desk.  
 
Call No (Call Number) 
At QUT the call numbers are based on the Dewey Decimal Classification Scheme.  When 
looking at call numbers, it is very important to note any spaces in the number.  Missing these 
spaces is the most common cause of not being able to find an item on the shelf. 
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Running 
number
Dewey 
Decimal 
Classification
Edition 
statement
174.962
7 /3
Call number as it 
appears on the book
Call number as it appears 
in the catalogue
Spaces
 
Figure 3  A Dewey Decimal call number 
 
a. Identify the Dewey Decimal Classification - 174.962 in this example.   
 
 This classifies the resource, in this case engineering ethics.  Locate this number on 
 the library shelf (remember the Reference and Periodical collections are on level 4). 
 
b. Identify the running number – 7 in the example.   
 
 This number is added to individually identify books with the same Dewey Decimal 
 number. 
 
c. Identify the edition statement if applicable - /3 in this example.   
 
 This indicates the third edition. 
 
 For further help and additional information on call numbers refer to PILOT 1.2.3. 
 
 
Databases 
Selecting a database to search 
QUT subscribes to over 500 databases.  Each database focuses on different subject areas, 
although there may be overlap in content.  Databases vary in their types of content; they may 
Researching for the Built Environment and Engineering Professions 
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contain journal articles, conference proceedings, book reviews, reports, statistics, case 
studies and news articles.   
 
QUT library has a database guide which recommends databases that are relevant to your 
discipline and you can access these from the library website.  These guides also contain 
information on the content and coverage of the database.  No one database will answer all 
your research problems.  It is important to remember that your research problem may be 
interdisciplinary and therefore you will have to look further than the databases which are 
core to your profession.  Business databases for example, will contain information on 
communication skills and team work. 
 
Library Databases  
Library databases are accessible through a variety of database platforms.  Just as a library has 
multiple collections, a database platform can have multiple databases, for example Informit 
(see Figure 4, below).  When a database platform has multiple databases, you can search 
these individually or collectively.  In some cases, the database platform and the database are 
one and the same, for example ScienceDirect.   
 
 
Figure 4 The structure of a basic database platform 
 
 
INFORMIT 
ARCH (Australian 
Architecture Database) 
Engineering Collection 
Australian Public Affairs 
Full-text (APA-FT) 
AGIS Plus Text (Australian 
Government Information 
Service) 
Database platform 
Database 
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Citation Only / Abstract Databases 
Citation only and abstract databases are a good source of high quality subject-focused 
information.  Examples of this type of database are Compendex, Inspec and Avery.   
 
From the citation or abstract, there will often be a link to the full-text of the article in another 
database.  If there isn’t a link to the full-text, you must identify the source of the information 
i.e., the journal title, conference, or book title for example, and use this in the library 
catalogue.  To locate journal articles, the key is to do a JOURNAL TITLE search in the QUT 
library catalogue (see p.14).   For conference papers, do a KEYWORD search in the 
catalogue using the name of the conference, and for books, do a TITLE search.  
 
Using citation only and abstract databases in combination with the library catalogue is an 
efficient way to get high quality and relevant information. 
 
Full-text Databases 
Full-text databases provide direct access to the full-text of the journal article, usually as a 
PDF file, for you to download.  Examples of full-text databases include ScienceDirect, IEEE 
Xplore, Informit Engineering Collection and the ProQuest databases. 
 
Searching a database 
Database interfaces vary in their design and functionality.  In many respects they are no 
different from searching a library catalogue or using an internet search engine.   
 
A typical database platform will have search boxes similar to that shown in Figure 5 (p.19): 
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Figure 5  A typical database platform search interface 
 
 
Database platforms also allow you to limit your search using criteria such as: 
 
• Date 
• Language 
• Document type (e.g. journal, conference proceedings) 
 
Database thesauri 
A database thesaurus contains controlled vocabulary.  This is the database equivalent of the 
LCSH for library catalogues (see p.14).  Controlled vocabulary in databases can also be 
referred to as subjects or descriptors.  By using the controlled vocabulary from a thesaurus, 
you can quickly search for and retrieve relevant information.   You can search and browse a 
database thesaurus to locate the controlled vocabulary that best matches your concepts.   
 
As with library catalogue subject headings, you can always look at database records you 
have retrieved using a keyword search, to identify any controlled vocabulary that you could 
include in your search plan.  
 
 
Insert your search statement or concepts here.  
You can place your search statement on one line, 
or across multiple boxes and use the drop down 
Boolean operators 
Select any specific field 
you would like to search 
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The World Wide Web 
We understand that one of the main search tools you will use is Google.  Google is a useful 
search tool and offers a diverse range of services in addition to its search engine, but you 
should be aware there are other Web resources available that will assist you in finding 
quality information.     
 
Google, or any other search engine, does not search the whole of the Web, and by limiting 
yourself to one Web search tool, you are potentially missing out on useful and relevant 
information.   
 
The Web’s lack of overriding structure and the ease with which anyone can publish 
information on the Web, makes the task of filtering out quality information much harder.  To 
locate quality information on the web, you should consider: 
 
• Google Advanced Search  
• Google Scholar 
• Subject directories 
• Specialty search engines 
• Open access publishing 
 
 
Google Advanced Search 
The link to the Google Advanced Search, shown below, is located to the right of the search 
box on the Google homepage. 
 
 
Figure 6  Google’s Advanced Search interface 
Researching for the Built Environment and Engineering Professions 
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Google’s Advanced Search offers different methods of increasing the relevance of your 
search.  Two of the most useful methods for limiting your results are: 
 
• File format  
 
 Choose the format of your results (for example, retrieve only PDF files (.pdf), 
 PowerPoint presentations (.ppt), or Word documents (.doc))  
 
• Domain  
 
 Limit your results by domain (for example, retrieve results only from governmental 
 (.gov), educational (.edu, .ac,) or military (.mil) websites) 
 
Additionally, the Advanced Search replicates some of the search options available in the 
library catalogue and databases, including: 
 
Find results: 
• With all of the words ( = AND operator) 
• With the exact phrase (= Phrase searching) 
• With at least one of the words (= OR operator) 
• Without the words (= NOT operator) 
 
Try: using the Google Advanced Search to find information on current civil engineering, 
mechanical engineering or architecture courses offered by universities, preferably in an 
easily downloadable format such as PDF or Word. 
 
 
Google Scholar 
Google Scholar attempts to simplify the retrieval of scholarly information.  Google Scholar 
is a subset of Google focusing on the more scholarly and authoritative information found in 
Google.  This includes eprints, journal articles and conference papers.   
 
Google Scholar is in most cases a citation/abstract database which will provide you with 
links to the full-text if you are willing to pay a fee.  However, QUT subscribes to a large 
number of databases which are likely to contain the articles you are looking for so you can 
access them.  For journal articles, the key is to do a JOURNAL TITLE search in the QUT 
library catalogue (see p.14).   For conference papers, do a KEYWORD search in the 
catalogue using the name of the conference.  If you are lucky, there may be a link to the full-
text from Google Scholar.   
 
Search Google Scholar at http://scholar.google.com/  
 22 
Subject directories  
Subject directories are collections of websites organised into hierarchical categories that 
humans naturally understand.  They differ from search engines in that they have been 
compiled, evaluated and selected by people.  Quality subject directories are maintained 
regularly to ensure that there are no broken links or links to questionable content.   
 
You can locate information in a subject directory by: 
 
• Browsing the directory categories and clicking through the sub-categories 
• Searching using your own concepts   
 
Browsing a subject directory allows you to view all the subject categories within their 
hierarchical relationships.   
 
Searching a subject directory is particularly helpful for quickly locating your concepts within 
a directory, if there is no obvious starting point.  In the Yahoo! Directory for example, it is 
easier to search for landscape architecture than it would be to guess the path: Arts > Design 
Arts > Landscape Architecture, which may not be a very intuitive path.   
 
There are many subject directories available on the web.  Investigate some of the following: 
 
• Yahoo! directory http://search.yahoo.com/dir 
• Google directory http://www.google.com.au/dirhp?hl=en  
 
 
Specialty search engines 
Google is certainly the most popular general search engine, but there are plenty of other 
search engines available that are subject-specific or specialise in content such as news, jobs, 
property and images.  Some search engines even display results visually as concept maps, 
rather than as textual lists. 
 
Investigate some of the following specialty search engines: 
 
• Scirus http://www.scirus.com (science-specific search engine) 
• Pubmed http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/entrez (medicine-specific search engine) 
• Anzwers http://www.anzwers.com.au (Australia/New Zealand search engine) 
• Google Images http://images.google.com.au (images search engine) 
• Kartoo http://www.kartoo.com (visual search engine)  
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Open access publishing  
Open access publishing makes scholarly information freely available online.   
 
There are two main models of open access publishing: 
 
• Authors publish articles in an open access journal 
• Authors deposit a final draft of an article into an open access repository 
 
Open access repositories complement traditional, subscription-based models of publishing.  
Authors still publish in a subscription journal, but also deposit a copy (usually the final, 
peer-reviewed draft) of the paper into an open access repository, which are often hosted by 
academic institutions.   
 
QUT is an advocate of open access, and hosts its own repository called QUT ePrints.  Items 
in QUT ePrints rank highly in Google Scholar search results. 
 
Investigate the following open access resources: 
 
• QUT ePrints http://eprints.qut.edu.au/  
• OAIster http://www.oaister.org/  
• Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ) http://www.doaj.org/ 
• Hirewire Press (Stanford University) http://highwire.stanford.edu/ 
 
Try: searching QUT ePrints for the authors Martin Murray or Debra Smit.  What have they 
written?  What can you find? 
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EVALUATING INFORMATION 
It is important to evaluate all the information you retrieve.  It is very easy to find 
information, but if information is not authoritative, accurate, and relevant, then it is of no 
value.   Evaluating information is a critical skill to master due to the large volumes of 
information available and the fact that anyone can get published.   
 
Once you have obtained the information identified in your search plan, there are a range of 
criteria you can apply to help determine its quality, including: 
 
• Authorship 
• Date/Age of publication 
• Accuracy 
• Appearance and format 
 
Authorship  
Authorship is one of the most important elements of evaluation to consider:  
 
• Is there an identifiable author?   
 
 Avoid works that do not list an author, or list “anonymous” as the author.  You 
 should not use information you cannot verify. Remember that companies and 
 organisations can also be authors.   
 
• The credentials and qualifications of the author/s 
 
 What are the author’s qualifications?  Is the author employed by, or affiliated with a 
 reputable research institute, university or college? In books and scholarly journal 
 articles, these details are usually listed at the beginning, close to the author’s name 
 and title. On websites, these details are usually listed at the top or bottom of the 
 page. 
 
• The author’s area of expertise  
 
Is the author an expert or well-known in the field?  Are they frequently cited by other 
 authors, or are their documents linked to reputable sources?  Make note of authors 
 who are highly cited. 
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• The publisher of the work 
 
 The publisher can also be an indicator of a work’s reliability; many book and 
 journal publishers specialise in certain content and are considered authoritative 
 publishers in their field.   
 
Date / age of publication 
The date or age of publication is important in determining whether information is current and 
up-to-date.    
 
Books generally list the date of publication on the back of the title page, and journal articles 
usually list the date in the citation and on each page of the published version.  When 
evaluating information from websites, check whether there is a date of publication, 
copyright, or date of last modification.  This is usually listed at the bottom of the page; most 
reputable websites will ensure that such a date is visible. 
 
Accuracy 
There are number of methods for gauging the accuracy of the information you retrieve.  
Elements to consider include: 
 
• Objectivity or bias 
 
What is the author’s objective - to inform or persuade?  Is there anything in the 
 document that might indicate bias  or prejudice?  Has information been used in a way 
 to provoke a desired response?  Is there an explanation of the research methodology 
 used?  Is the search engine result a sponsored link?  Has the information come from a 
company website or an unidentifiable blog? 
 
• Reference to other authors  
 
 Has the author supported their argument by referring to other authors?  Is there a 
 reference list or bibliography?  
 
• Scope, breadth and depth 
 
 Is there evidence that the author has read widely and used a variety of sources to 
 ensure objectivity?  Has a combination of primary and secondary sources been used, 
 or is there a heavy reliance on secondary sources?   
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Appearance and format 
There are some good indicators of quality in the appearance of journal articles and websites 
that you can look out for.   
 
Scholarly journal articles typically have an abstract at the beginning and a list of references 
at the end.  They have a polished, professional appearance, and there is little use of glossy 
images or advertisements. They use scholarly language and may assume some prior subject 
knowledge on behalf of the reader.  The way in which the information is presented will also 
be logical.    
 
Reputable websites will have a visible date of publication or last modification, unbroken 
links to sponsor or related sites, and an authoritative domain such as .edu, .gov, .ac, or .mil.   
 
 For more information on evaluating information refer to PILOT Module 3. 
 
QUICK GUIDE – EVALUATING INFORMATION 
Have you obtained the information outlined in your search plan? 
 
Have you considered the following? 
- Authorship 
- Date/Age of publication 
- Accuracy 
- Appearance and format 
 
A note on using Wikipedia: Wikipedia is a useful resource to gain background knowledge 
and keywords for a concept, however anyone is able to edit the entries.  You can never be 
sure that the information you’re reading is not someone’s personal opinion or bias. Check 
the entry for a list of references, and consult these to make your own evaluation.  
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REFERENCING 
Referencing is an essential skill for you to develop.  Your lecturers and tutors will enforce 
that you reference all ideas from other authors and you will find that referencing is regularly 
weighted in your assessment criteria.  
 
Referencing is the method for acknowledging the work of others.  Using the ideas of others 
does not de-value your own work; by referencing the work of other authors, you are 
demonstrating your background knowledge of the subject and proving that you have read 
widely. 
 
Referencing is also necessary to: 
 
• Make your sources traceable 
• Prevent plagiarism 
• Add value to your assignments 
 
Making your sources traceable 
Referencing discloses the sources of your information, allowing your readers to track down 
the reference for themselves.  Each reference should contain enough information to make 
this possible.  See Table 4 for the fields necessary to include in each type of reference. 
 
Preventing plagiarism 
By referencing your work, you are safeguarding yourself against the serious charge of 
plagiarism.  Plagiarism is the act of taking someone else’s ideas and passing them off as your 
own.  Even if you paraphrase (i.e. put someone else’s ideas into your own words), you must 
still reference the original author.  Plagiarism is a serious offence.  
 
Remember, your lecturers are experts in their fields, and more often than not they can detect 
when you’ve passed off another author’s ideas as your own.   
 
 For more information on plagiarism, also refer to PILOT module 6.5. 
 
Adding value to your assignments  
Referencing is considered good academic practice as it demonstrates that you have 
researched the topic and considered your own ideas and arguments in relation to information 
already available.  When you reference, you place your work in an academic setting and 
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demonstrate that it has an intellectual foundation.  A paper without references would be 
frowned upon. The use of supporting information in your work can strengthen your 
arguments and demonstrate that you are supported (or not!) in your thinking. 
 
The more references you include from a variety of sources, the more well-read you prove 
yourself to be.  By showing initiative in searching for and using information from many 
sources, you demonstrate that you aren’t memorising or regurgitating lecture material.   
 
What makes up a reference? 
Referencing consists of two components:  
 
• The in-text citation 
• The reference list 
 
In-text citations 
In text citations appear in the body of your paper, before or after each piece of information 
that you use from other authors.  The referencing system dictates the format of the in-text 
citation.  Two common systems are the author-date system, and the numbered system.  See 
Table 4 for examples of how to structure in-text citations for an author-date system 
following the QUT Harvard style.  The author-date system uses the author, and date of 
publication to create a brief, in-text citation.  Page numbers are also necessary if the 
information you are using has a specific location. 
 
Reference list 
The reference list appears at the end of your paper.  Each reference in the list contains the 
full details of each in-text citation, identifying the source of the information you have used.  
See Table 4 for examples of how to structure the references in the reference list. 
 
You may also encounter the term “bibliography” throughout your studies at university.  A 
bibliography is a list of all the sources of information you consulted during your research 
(perhaps for background reading) but did not specifically cite.  You will often see authors 
include bibliographies as well as reference lists in their work.  Check your individual 
assignments to see if a bibliography is required. 
 
The QUT Harvard style of referencing 
The Harvard style of referencing is one of the most commonly used referencing styles.  It is 
an author-date system.  There is no association to Harvard University. 
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There are a number of different expressions of the Harvard style, involving variations in 
punctuation and formatting, or the order in which information is presented.   
 
To make the task of referencing less daunting, a guide following the QUT Harvard style has 
been set out in Table 4.  This illustrates how to reference a variety of information sources.   
 
 For explanations of other referencing styles refer to PILOT 4.4.1. 
 
QUICK GUIDE - REFERENCING 
The reasons for referencing include: 
 - Acknowledging the work of others 
 - Allowing the reader to track down your sources of information 
 - Adding value to your assignments 
 - Preventing the charge of plagiarism 
 
There are two components to every reference: 
 - An in-text citation 
 - A corresponding full reference in the reference list 
 
The QUT Harvard style is the preferred referencing style for BEB100. 
 
Helpful hint: Remember to write down the full details of your sources, or even prepare your 
reference list as you go. This will be a big time-saver later on when it comes to compiling 
your list of references. 
 
• An author can also be a company, organisation, government department  
• If you are referencing an organisation better known by an acronym (eg. QUT) you can 
use the acronym in the in-text citation as long as you have explained the acronym 
somewhere in the text. 
• If you are referencing an online resource without page numbers, you can use the 
paragraph or section number  
• For Items such as theses, which are considered to be unpublished, do not put the title in 
italics 
• If you are unsure, it is a good idea to double check your referencing with your lecturer or 
tutor.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pages 30-34 have been withheld.  Please 
refer to www.citewrite.qut.edu.au for help with 
the QUT Harvard style of referencing. 
